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The pressure (not) to publish: some things to consider 
Angela Dwyer 
 
For most of us, we are coming to the end of semester and into a period 
where, for some of us, we will be making decisions about whether or not to 
write up a refereed paper for the TASA conference for example. For higher 
degree students, this can be a difficult decision to make. It requires a bit of 
time away from your thesis and, depending on your supervisor, it can require 
a bit of negotiation. More importantly, it requires an understanding of the types 
of publishing that is important in your discipline as well as an understanding of 
exactly what you can publish from your thesis. So in our second instalment in 
our discussions of postgraduate issues, I will engage with a few of the key 
issues in negotiating this type of work and provide some advice on working 
smarter when publishing. 
In academic institutions, academics are more and more being urged to 
publish in refereed journals with impact factors to maintain the flow of funds 
for the university from DEST. In fact, publishing has become one of the most 
important parts of academic work for giving a job applicant the edge in their 
applications and for gaining research funds internally and from external 
sources. For the aspiring academic who is undertaking higher degree 
research, this will be a key consideration. Students are now more than ever 
being urged to ‘publish-as-you-go’ as they work through their research theses. 
A lot of institutions are now offering students the opportunity to do their thesis 
by publication. How receptive your supervisor is to this is a different situation. 
While some may support publishing as a student works, others may advise 
against doing this in the interests of timely higher degree completion. This will 
be a key area of negotiation between most students and supervisors. The 
extent to which a student is pressured to publish or not to publish over the 
course of their research will depend on a number of issues, the key one being 
whether or not the student is aiming to move into academia as a career 
option. 
 The pressure to publish is not necessarily a priority area for some 
post-doctoral career opportunities. For some, it is far more important to focus 
on producing a practical, useful product or program that will make a valuable 
contribution to processes or practices in their field. For others, publishing in 
refereed journals is not a priority, as their research is better disseminated in 
professional journals that practitioners engage with. For students, then, it is 
important to consider from the very beginning of your project where your time 
is better spent in terms of publishing and research dissemination. If a journal 
article or book chapter is not really going to assist you in getting the dream job 
that you are seeking, then it is probably best to avoid this. If attending 
conferences is important to disseminate the results of your research, then 
focus your energies on going to one conference every year where you can do 
this. If your discipline highly values research-informed practices in your 
discipline, then focus on professional journals and hone your skills in writing 
for practitioners. 
My key point here is that you can be strategic. Get to know what other 
students and researchers are doing in your discipline area so that you can 
spend your time wisely. For sociologists, this is fairly straight forward – 
refereed publishing is strongly encouraged. However, if you know that you are 
aiming to work in industry as a sociologist and there are a number of good 
professional publications that are well regarded in this industry, then work to 
publish a bit in these journals about your research. Quiz the people you know 
already working in your preferred industry, including the employer that you are 
aiming to work with: what (if anything) do they publish in these jobs and where 
do they publish? Other than honing your writing skills, there is little to be 
gained spending extensive hours preparing and submitting journal articles if it 
is not going to get you the job you are seeking. If you are seeking to get into 
academia or a post-doctoral fellowship, then it is undoubtedly going to be in 
your best interests to publish everything you possibly can in higher-tiered 
journals. In the current academic climate, it can be difficult to gain 
employment without refereed publications. This is only marginally easier than 
gaining a post-doctoral fellowship without publications, which most academics 
will tell you is now impossible. 
If publishing is an important factor for getting you a job, think about how 
you can work smarter instead of working harder. Publishing can be laborious 
work when you are doing it on your own so again: be strategic. Write papers 
with other higher degree students and with your supervisor. Think about areas 
of overlap, particularly with your postgraduate colleagues and other students 
of your supervisor: are you using similar methodological approaches or 
theoretical frameworks that you can write about? You can both gain from this 
collaboration, not only in getting a paper published but also in doing half the 
work that you would normally do for a single authored paper. If you lack the 
time to write up a 7,000 word journal article, focus on attending one 
conference a year, like the TASA conference, that publishes refereed 
publications of only 3,000 words. You can work on writing these up as 
refereed journal publications later in your candidature or when you have 
finished. Another factor to consider is whether or not to publish your work as a 
book when you are finished. Talk to publishers and have a look online at the 
types of books that are being published. A book contract is a very persuasive 
publication to have listed on your CV, particularly if you are aiming towards a 
post-doctoral fellowship. 
You can also publish smarter by publishing areas of your work that you 
have already written about in your thesis. If you want to present a conference 
paper and you are currently working on articulating and clarifying your 
theoretical framework, then publish a paper about this. Writing a smaller, 
more condensed version of a larger set of ideas can be immensely helpful in 
focusing your thoughts. 
The question of whether or not to publish as you study is one fraught 
with tensions and flush with opportunities. This is a conversation that most 
students will have with their supervisors at some point during their higher 
degree candidature. The outcome of this conversation will very much depend 
on where you are seeking to work. Only last week, supervisors in my Faculty 
were being urged to produce publications with their students in a bid to make 
the best of DEST publishing revenue. But before you jump into the publication 
race, think carefully about how this is going to benefit you and your future job 
prospects. While it is important to make your supervisor and the university 
happy, it is more important for you to be strategic and publish in the interests 
of your future career. 
